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ABSTRACT 

This study examined the relationship between 
attachment security to both parents and feelings of loneliness .. . ■ 
throughout the transition to college, and the impact Li., presence 
or absence of a physical separation from parents. A total of 125 

1 ■'.scenes'’ completed two measures of attachment — Mother-Father-Peer 
Scale and Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) — and one 
measure of loneliness (UCLA Loneliness Scale-Revised) at the end of 
high school, during their first semester at college, and 1 1/2 years 
later. Seventy-one students lived with their parents during the first 
semester at college, and 54 had left home to attend college. The IPPA 
showed good construct validity and test~retest reliability. Feelings 
of loneliness tended to increase during the transition and decrease 
after the transition only for adolescents who had left their parents. 
Adolescents who remained home while attending college did not 
experience significant changes in loneliness during or after 
transition. For adolescents who stayed home, attachment to mother was 
stable during the transition, but attachment to father decreased 
during the second year in college. For adolescents separated from 
their parents, attachment increased during the transition, then 
remained stable for father or decreased for mother after the 
transition. Hierarchical regression analyses revealed that only 
insecure attachment to father predicted loneliness in the second year 
of college beyond that of the high school level. (KDFB) 
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ABSTRACT 



It has been suggested that early experiences with parents lead to the development of attachment 
representations, which may have an impact on later personal adjustment (Bowlby, 1982; Kobak & 
Sceery, 1988). The aim of this longitudinal study was to examine the relation between attachment 
representations to father and to mother and feelings of loneliness throughout the college transition, 
and according to the presence or absence of a separation from parents. 125 adolescents completed, 
at the end of high school (Tl), during the first semester in college (T2), and 1.5 years later (T3), 
two measures of attachment and one measure of loneliness. Both attachment to father and to mother 
showed higher test-retest correlation stability than loneliness did. Some changes appear at the mean 
level of attachment and loneliness scores, but the pattern of change was function of the separation 
experience and the attachment figure. Finally, hierarchical regression analyses showed that only 
insecure attachment to father predicts loneliness in college above and beyond that in high school. 
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INTRODUCTION 



Attachment theory suggests that positive early attachment experiences lead to the development of 
secure attachment representations. These representations would influence the development of 
positive self-regard and feelings of trust in others, which in turn, promote emotional well-being. 
Recent research has demonstrated a strong positive link between attachment security and personal 
adjustment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Collins & Read, 1990; Cotterell, 1992; Papini & 
Roggman, 1992). However, few studies have examined the respective impacts of attachment to 
father and mother on personal adjustment. Also, few studies have examined if these impacts could 
be different for adolescents still living with their parents and adolescents separated from them. 



AIM AND HYPOTHESES 

The aim of the present study was to examine the relation between attachment security to both 
parents and loneliness throughout the college transition. Two original contributions of this study 
were its longitudinal perspective and the comparison between adolescents who left home to attend 
college and those who did not. It was expected: 

1° that feelings of loneliness increase during the transition from high school to college. 

2° that attachment security predicts feelings of loneliness in college above and beyond those in high 
school. 
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METHOD 



Participants and procedure 

Time 1: 125 adolescents (mean age = 16.7 years) were seen at the end of high school to 
complete two measures of attachment and one measure of loneliness. 

Time 2: The 125 participants completed the measures of attachment and loneliness again, 6 
months later (during the first semester in college). 71 of them were still living with their parents, 
while the other 54 had left them to attend college. 

Time 3: A year and a half after the first data collection (third semester in college), the 125 
participants completed again the measures of attachment and loneliness. 

Measures 

Mother-Father-Peer scale (MFP: Epstein, 1983). 

In the present study, 2 MFP subscales were used. The first one (independence) assesses how much 
the participant thinks his father and his mother have prompted him to use his own resources and 
become independent. The second one (acceptance) assesses how much the participant thinks his 
father and his mother have appreciated, accepted and loved him as a child. 

The MFP shows excellent convergent and construct validity (Epstein, 1983). In this study, 
coefficients of internal consistency at T1 were: .79 (independence/mother); .76 
(independence/father); .83 (acceptance/mother); and .88 (acceptance/father). 



Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA: Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). 



The IPPA is a 28-item questionnaire assessing current attachment representations to both parents. 
A global attachment score was obtained by adding the confidence and communication subscales 
scores and substracting the alienation subscale score. 

The IPPA shows good construct validity and test-retest reliability (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). 
In this study, coefficients of internal consistency at T1 were .86 (attachment to mother) and .88 
(attachment to father). 

A principal component analysis was performed on the MFP and IPPA subscales. Two orthogonal 
factors emerged, one representing a dimension of attachment security to father, the other one 
representing a dimension of attachment security to mother. These two factorial scores were used in 
the subsequent analyses. 

UCLA Loneliness Scale-revised (UCLA-LS-r; Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980). 

The UCLA-LS-r is a 20-item self-report questionnaire assessing feelings of loneliness. It shows 
good convergent, discriminant and concurrent validity. In the present study, Cronbach alpha for 
the loneliness score at T1 was .93. 
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RESULTS 



Changes and stability in loneliness and attachment 

Table 1 shows that feelings of loneliness were less stable than attachment during the college 
transition. However, as shown in table 2, there were significant time differences only for 
adolescents who have left their parents. Their feelings of loneliness tend to increase during the 
transition, and then to decrease after the transition. Adolescents who stayed home in attending 
college, in average, don't experience important modifications of loneliness during or after the 
transition (table 2). 

Table 2 shows that for adolescents who stayed home in attending college, attachment to mother is 
quite stable during the transition, but that attachment to father decreases during the second year in 
college. For adolescents who are separated from their parents, attachment tends to increase during 
the transition, and then to stay stable (for the father) or decrease (for the mother) after the transition 
(table 2). 

Prediction of loneliness 

Since a prior study (Larose, Boivin, Bernier, & Poulin, 1994) has examined the relation between 
attachment representations, parental separation and loneliness at T2, the present study aims 
specifically at predicting loneliness at T3. 

As shown in table 3, attachment to father predicts loneliness in college above and beyond that in 
high school. Attachment to mother, separation as well as separation*attachment interactions had no 
significant effects. 




Correlations of attachment scores to father and mother, and of loneliness scores, between Tl. T2. and T3 
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Means of attachment and loneliness scores at Tl. T2. and T3. according to the presence or absence of a separation from parents. 
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Hierarchical regression of loneliness-Tl. separation and attachment scores on loneliness-T3 
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DISCUSSION 



This study showed that attachment to both mother and father is more stable than loneliness during 
the college transition. This suggests that loneliness might be more of a situational construct than 
attachment, which is less influenced by the transition, and so might be more of a personal 
characteristic. 

The results also indicated that for adolescents who stayed home in attending college, loneliness and 
attachment to mother are quite stable throughout the college transition. However, attachment to 
father decreases during the second year in college, indicating perhaps a greater need for autonomy 
and independence for those adolescents still living home. 

The results of this study showed a clear pattern of change throughout the transition for those 
adolescents who had to deal with the separation. Indeed, adolescents who left their parents to attend 
college experiment an increase of loneliness during the first semester in college, and then, a 
decrease during the second year. This suggests that those adolescents have to deal with the 
dissolution of their social network when they enter college, and then integrate themselves into a 
new one during their first and second years in college. 

Those adolescents also experiment an increase of attachment to both parents during the college 
transition, which suggests that separation from their parents and short-term adjustment difficulties 
may activate their attachment system. 

Finally, the results of this study showed that only insecure attachment to father predicts loneliness 
in the second year of college above and beyond that in high school. This might suggest that the 
instrumental and informative support most often provided by attachment to father (Youniss & 
Smollar, 1985) might be more needed at this time of career choices, and so be more related to 
personal adjustment. However, attachment to mother, with its more salient affective function 
(Youniss & Smollar, 1985), might be less needed during the second year in college, where 
emotional and personal matters are less prominent than during the first year, and thus attachment to 
mother would be less related to personal adjustment at this time. 
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